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Based on empirical results, the current research is an attempt to explore how triadic 
interpreting, the most frequently used interpreting type in the world today works, and 
what role or roles the interpreter as communication facilitator in triadic interaction 
plays. The motivations behind this research on the one hand are to explore the role of 
triadic interpreter and encourage more empirical study on this topic, on the other hand 
are to promote the profile of triadic interpreting and attract more academic interest to 
this field of study. This thesis is divided into five chapters including an introduction 
and a conclusion.  
 
Chapter One gives an introduction to the research, including the purpose, validity, the 
methodology adopted in this research, and the structure of this thesis. It points out that 
the lack of theoretical underpinning of this widely used interpreting type, and the 
constant concern on the interpreter’s role issue, therefore justifies the purpose and 
validity of this research. Then three research questions are raised as follows: 
 
(1) What is triadic interpreting, and how does it work? 
(2) Is the widely accepted notion of triadic interpreter’s role as a conduit accurate and 
adequate in resolving the interpreting dilemmas? 
(3) What is the adequate role that the triadic interpreter should play to realize effective 
communication? 
 
Chapter Two provides a fairly comprehensive description of triadic interpreting 
including its definition, working model, features, its historical development and 
present status. In order to distinguish triadic interpreting as an independent type of 
interpreting, the comparison with other types of interpreting are examined in this 
chapter as well.   
 
Chapter Three challenges the traditional view of triadic interpreter’s role as a conduit. 
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interpreters about their views on issues of role. Their answers and justifications for 
their choices are systematically analyzed, which yield evidence that the widely 
accepted conduit role model is not adequate when dealing with interpreting dilemmas. 
As such, practicing interpreters are actually appealing for a new role guideline, that is, 
to be “communication facilitator”. Meanwhile, the degree of involvement of 
interpreters during interpretation is explored in the survey, and analysis shows that it is 
related mainly to the aim of communication event and interpreters’ understanding of 
fidelity to information in interpreting process. 
 
Chapter Four answers the third research question by further examining the role of 
triadic interpreter as communication facilitator. It introduces the basic concepts of 
human communication, examining the nature of triadic interpreting as communication, 
presenting effective communication in triadic interpreting, and finally defining the role 
of triadic interpreter as communication facilitator instead of conduit, advocate or 
cultural mediator. It presents the extra challenges that a communication facilitator 
would face which include more responsibilities, extra abilities to handle role conflict 
and higher communication competence. A theoretical explanation of the factors which 
influence the extent of involvement of triadic interpreters is also highlighted in this 
chapter based on the results of the empirical study.  
 
Chapter Five concludes the thesis by summarizing the results of previous chapters and 
arriving at a further understanding of the role of interpreters in triadic interaction as 
communication facilitator. It underscores the practical value of this research to 
practicing interpreters, interpreter educators and researchers, and presents the prospect 
of the current research so as to inspire and encourage further research in this field.  
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Chapter One  Introduction 
 
1.1 Purpose and validity of this study  
With the emergence of conference interpreting as a profession in the twentieth century, 
remarkable progress has been made in interpreting research in the last five decades or 
so. The existing research mainly investigates the cognitive process, quality evaluation 
and didactic strategies of conference interpreting, especially those performing in 
simultaneous mode. However, in everyday life, interpreters do work in a variety of 
settings apart from the booth of the conference, say community, business, tourism, 
court, social service, and so on.  
 
Rather below the conference settings, the practice of interpreting in a triadic interaction, 
which is frequently used in daily life, rarely gets the attention from academic circle. 
The triadic interpreting has been ad hoc, devoid of much theoretical underpinning. 
Many who are engaged in this type of interpreting activities lack a commitment to the 
profession, using their bilingual skills to work as interpreters only part time while they 
have been trained in another field, or to earn some extra money. This lack of 
professional identity among those working as interpreters themselves makes it difficult 
for those working with them to perceive them as professionals. Attempts have been 
made by a small group of interpreters and practitioners to professionalize triadic 
interpreting.  
 
Among all the aspects of research in this field, interpreter’s role and ethical issues were, 
and still are, the central concern to researchers and practitioners. Traditionally, 
interpreter is regarded as the “invisible man” or “a conduit” to emphasize impartiality 
and non-involvement approach. However, in real-life situations, experienced 
interpreters might well agree that if they closely follow what the code tells them to do, 
they are in a total loss of professional dilemmas, and more often than not, they are 
doing much more than “just translating” in order to smooth communication during the 
interpreting process. Role definitions and deontological dilemmas remain to be a major 
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interaction.   
 
A few scholars abroad have explored this topic, such as Cecilia Wadensjö, Cynthia B. 
Roy, R. Bruce W. Anderson, Holly Mikkelson, Uldis Ozolins, Adolfo Gentile, Ruth 
Morris, and Alicia B. Edwards. Some very valuable works have been published in this 
field. In contrast, in China, only a few articles have been found to probe the role of 
interpreter. Much of what has been written or said on the topic so far, however, is of a 
very prescriptive nature, rarely based on empirical evidence. This thesis aims to fill 
part of the gap that exists in the empirical study of this topic. Meanwhile, with the 
results of this survey, the thesis attempts to define a more adequate role for triadic 
interpreters.  
 
It is hoped that the results of this research will serve to explain the practice of triadic 
interpreting, draw the attention of researchers to the study of this field, pave the way 
and point to the need for much further research on what professional triadic 
interpreters actually do when they interpret and how they deal with role dilemmas; 
what they should do so as to meet the expectation of the clients; and what they might 
do as the communication facilitator to maximize the effectiveness of communication 
for all parties involved in the interaction.  
 
1.2 Research questions and structure of this thesis 
With the purpose of exploring the interpreter’s role in triadic interpreting, the 
following questions are raised and answered in this thesis to justify the proposition that 
the widely accepted notion of triadic interpreter’s role as a conduit is inadequate in 
concrete interpreting dilemmas, and triadic interpreter is the facilitator for effective 
communication. 
(4) What is triadic interpreting, and how does it work? 
(5) Is the widely accepted notion of triadic interpreter’s role as a conduit accurate and 
adequate in resolving the interpreting dilemmas? 
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